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Abstract 
Problem statement: For many years, there has been a problem with regard to the theory practice gap in nursing students' clinical 
education, as indicated in many studies. practice gap in clinical 
learning.
practice gap in clinical learning. Semi-structured and interactive interviews were used to collect data. All interviews were 
recorded and transcribed, then analysed using qualitative content analysis and MAXQDA 2010.Findings: From the transcripts, a 
remarkable number of primary themes, main themes and sub-themes emerged. The main themes consisted of elements related to 
- -related 
aff- Conclusion: In order to reduce the theory practice gap, 
various methods are proposed: priority of theoretical over practical courses, curriculum revision, applicability to cases according 
to  
practical educational content. In addition, nursing education administrators should cooperate with the faculty and staff by adopting 
interactive and participatory solutions. 
 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd.  
Keywords: Education; Clinical nursing research; Learning; Nursing; Qualitative research 
 
1. 1. Background 
Clinical learning is one of the key areas that helps elucidate the importanc
the clinical setting (Peyravi, 2005). The clinical setting includes clinical wards, facilities, staff, patients and nursing 
instructors (Andrews et al., 2006; Papp Marjatta, 2003). However, for many years the theory practice gap has been a 
problem in nursing students' clinical education, as indicated by many studies (Corlett, 2000; Gallagher, 2004; Jones 
& Vesilind, 1996; Landers, 2000; Severinsson, 1998). This can be defined as a discrepancy between (1) what student 
nurses are taught in the classroom setting and the theoretical aspects of nursing and (2) what they experience on 
clinical placement (i.e. nursing practice) (Corlett, 2000). Nowadays, nurse educators face a rapidly changing health 
care landscape, shifting student and patient demographics, an explosion of technology and the globalization of health 
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care, in addition to myriad everyday challenges. (Heller, Oros & Durney-Crowley, 2000)
 
2. 2. Review of the literature  
Severinsson (1998) studied bridging of the gap between theory and practice: a supervision programme for nursing 
students. The reflection was found as a way to bridge the gap between theory and practice; improved interpersonal, 
professional and communication skills were also highly valued. In a study conducted by Corlett (2000) on the 
perceptions of nursing instructors and student nurses on the theory practice gap, all interviewees felt that this gap 
em-solving skills, and attempts should be made 
to minimize its impact.  
-
 
3. 3. Methods 
 Research was conducted using a qualitative approach, consisting of qualitative content analysis and semi-
structured interviews. This  method  accounts for contradictory comments and unresolved issues with regard to the 
meanings and application of concepts and procedures (Palmquist, 2010).  Twenty-one undergraduate nursing students 
from the two main medical universities of Tehran, the capital of Iran, were specifically selected. After signing 
informed consent, they were asked to agree upon a convenient time and place for interview. Voluntary participation 
with concern for confidentiality and anonymity was also taken into account. The interviews were recorded and 
of qualitative content analysis often begins during the early stages of data collection, and includes open coding, 
creation of categories and abstraction. Open coding means that notes and headings are written in the text while 
reading it. After open coding, the lists of categories are reduced and grouped under higher-order headings. When 
formulating categories by inductive content analysis, the researcher comes to a decision, through interpretation, as to 
which items to place within the same category. Abstraction means formulating a general description of the research 
topic through generation of categories, each category being named using content-characteristic words. Sub-categories 
with similar events and incidents are grouped together as categories, and categories are grouped as main categories 
( ). 
 
 
4. 4. Results 
25). Seventy-five percent of the participants were 
female and 25% were male, and all were single. Twenty-five percent of students were studying in the third semester, 
41.7% were in the fifth semester and 33.3% were in the eighth semester. Two of the students had previous clinical 
work experience. From the transcripts, a remarkable number of primary themes, main themes and sub-themes 
- - -
 
4.1 Society and culture 
The participants in this study remarked that the positive outlook of their families, and of society in general, toward 
a career in nursing motivates students for further learning and helps in shrinking the existing theory practice gap, and 
vice versa.  
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4.2 Promotion of theoretical knowledge and clinical skills 
Some participants believed that to eliminate the existing theory practice gap it would be necessary to raise the 
al knowledge to yield better performance. On the other hand, others 
believed that nursing is, by nature, a practical career and that students would be better able to understand theoretical 
materials only through the carrying out of practical procedures.  
4.3 Student-related factors 
Tendency, motivation, experience, self-confidence, interest and curiosity were mentioned by participants as 
 
4.4 Instructor-related factors 
Participants mentioned that instructors having up-to-date knowledge, patience, self-confidence, commitment, 
clinical skills, self-determination, and who interacted with students and staff and gave students the opportunity to 
carry out practical tasks and apply appropriate clinical knowledge, can be effective in achieving reduction of the 
theory practice gap. 
4.5 Staff-related factors 
nical learning
Participants mentioned that nursing staff could positively affect their learning and performance, through guiding them
and providing them with the necessary facilities. They believed that if nursing staff possess up-to-date knowledge
practical information, patience, an appropriate and respectful attitude toward students and interact appropriately wit
fewer mistakes and that their stress levels were lower when supervised by staff, but that the reverse was true while unde
 
4.6 Clinical situations 
 
Students mentioned that clinical learning opportunities on the wards  internships relevant to the goals of clinical 
learning, provision of suitable learning cases, staff student cooperation and appropriate working conditions  are 
among the factors enhancing clinical learning and encouraging the application of their learned materials in the 
clinical setting.  
4.7 Learning styles 
Participants mentioned that they were able to expand their clinical skills and theoretical knowledge through the 
application of various learning methods such as trial and error, bedside tuition, self-directed learning, case reports, 
cooperative learning, etc. 
5. 5. Discussion 
an effective role in their clinical learning, while a negative attitude can prove a deterrent. Negative attitudes toward 
nursing and the distorted images of the profession held by the public can cause disappointment among nursing 
students and lowering of their educational achievements (Saberian, 1998). One study in Jordan indicated that low 
social prestige among nurses led to them leaving the profession (AbuAlRub, 2007)
should be taken into consideration, and the public should be sufficiently educated about the nursing profession. The 
results of that survey also showed that participants held different perceptions about the expansion of theoretical 
knowledge and clinical skills. Corlett mentioned that the problem was not always seen as a lack of knowledge, but 
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rather as difficulty in applying it within the clinical setting. Students were taught theory, but did not apply this in their 
interactions with patients. Theory is a set of principles abstracted from reality, and therefore decontextualized, 
making it difficult for students to recognize when it is appropriate to apply it in practice (Corlett, 2000).   
Another finding from our study was the identification of factors relating to students and the effects of these on 
students being able to secure a more practical placement and on the integration of theory and practice. As shown by 
this research, one key facto
personality can sometimes overshadow performance. 
Eysenck (1967) argued that extroversion and neuroticism are theoretically and empirically associated with ability 
which, according to Chamorro-Premuzic and Furnham (2003), is a consequence of mental speed (i.e. high 
extroversion, low neuroticism and high intelligence are all related to high mental speed). Previous studies revealed 
that introverts performed better than extroverts, suggesting that the former are better at revision and have a greater 
ability to learn (McLaughlin, Moutray & Muldoon, 2008). The participants in the present study also mentioned 
certain clinical factors in relation to instructors affecting their learning process. According to MacNeil (1997),  to 
bridge the theory practice gap it will be necessary to redefine the current and future roles of the nursing instructor 
(Landers, 2000). 
 On the other hand, there may be advantages in employing mentorship schemes involving nursing experts as 
instructors, including mutual improvement in learning; granting the role of instructor to nurses and students; 
professional satisfaction and development; continuous professional development; students becoming part of the 
nursing team; establishment of good role models for students; improvement in relations between hospital and college 
because -
confidence (Aein Fereshteh, Alhani Fatemeh & Monireh, 2010). In another study, the role of clinical nurses in the 
professional skills and knowledge was emphasized (Moscato, Miller, Logsdon, 
Weinberg & Chorpenning, 2007). The establishment of appropriate conditions for learning, prioritizing practice over 
theory, careful selection of clinical cases, choosing hospital sectors relevant to clinical learning objectives and an 
appropriate physical environment 
learning 
environment may influ
- abilities (Dunn & Hansford, 1997).  
practice and 
more effective learning. Based on the type of environment and learning conditions, students apply different methods 
singly or in combinat
teaching methods (Karimi Mooneghi, Dabbaghi, Oskouei & K, 2009).    
6. 6. Conclusion 
With regard to recent technological advances in the clinical learning environment, a revis
 must reflect 
pr
supportive in creating 
positive learning environm
interactive mentorship and participatory 
clinical teaching methods can eliminate the existing gap between theory and practice.  
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